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no one belongs here more than you
One-Person Exhibition

BY

Tania Yasmin Silver

The following work is presented in partial fulfillment of the requirements for
the Master of Fine Arts degree at Northern Illinois University. The work was
produced between September 2017 and March 2018. It was presented in an
exhibition from March 5, 2018 to March 9, 2018 in the Johns Art Gallery, Visual
Arts Building, Northern Illinois University – DeKalb, Illinois.

List of Work

1. Ficus lyrata Paintings, Ficus lyrata leaves on canvas, dimensions variable 3.5
ft x 2.5 ft (installed), September 2017
2. Pods, seed pods and polish on pins, dimensions variable 0.5 ft x 28 ft
(installed), March 2018
3. Teetering Between, weathered Ficus lyrata leaves and insect pins, dimensions
variable 5 ft x 4 ft (installed), February 2018
4. Rachis, 420 sheets of handmade paper and insect pins, dimensions variable
10ft x 17 ft (installed), February 2018
5. Remaining Rachises, 304 sheets of handmade paper and rachises on shelves,
dimensions variable 2ft x 6ft(installed), February 2018

Certification:
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Seed
My childhood was short. Early on I was forced to understand and contend with
complicated human constructs like adultery, loss, scarcity, immigration, and later,
molestation, guilt, sorrow, verbal abuse, disillusionment, and ethnic identity. My only
perceived peaceful constants were aspects of the natural world I saw as untouched by
people; earth, water, and sky, though gritty, were at least free of suffering. These living
entities are unapologetic in their nature: they simply exist. I felt more comfort and
kinship with the plants around me than with any person. It sounds silly thinking about it
now, but I wanted to be like them. I wanted to nestle into the soil and sprout.
My artwork is a continuation of this desire. I work with natural detritus sourced
from my immediate environment such as leaves, stems, seed pods, and bugs. They are
seemingly treated as just things, discarded and disregarded. Feeling like a “thing” myself,
I want to illuminate their beauty, showcase their existence, and emphasize their worth.

Germination
My interest in the natural detritus began as curiosity for the formal qualities of the
item. I was interested in exploring the way that discarded plant matter dried and contorted
in the lawn bag, which I picked up from the trash pile of a local house. Some were
gnarled or shattered, while others held a pristine shape, intact enough to still have delicate
little leaves attached, even though they had been compressed into the lawn bag. At this
point in my exploration, the organization and ordering was akin to cabinets of curiosities
from Renaissance Europe. Also known as “wunderkammer” these collections gathered
items from throughout the known world and were symbols of status for their owners
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(Fiorani, 268). Simultaneously, they were didactic in their nature, encouraging people to
make associations and relationships between objects in the collection. My curiosity for
the items follows the spirit of a wunderkammer, however the irony is that the items in my
collection have no monetary value, other than as compost. What value they could have is
based on the value I assign to them and how I present them to others.
In getting better acquainted with the colors, shapes, and rhythms of the plant
materials, I thought increasingly of their relationship to each other. Like a
wunderkammer, the organization is key to seeing patterns and making associations
between items. A single curling seed pod interacts differently with the world than a
delineated assortment of seed pods. In one of the seed pod arrangements I made they
were all organized onto a table so that they were very close to each other, but not
touching. In this situation, the pods take on a different identity than when I took them out
of the bag one at a time. They have a presence, and they are reminiscent of patterns in
sand or the striations that rainfall sometimes leaves in thickly compacted earth. Not only
do the pods have a relationship to one another when organized as a gathering population,
they also have a connection with their environments. The pods skirt the edge and oppose
the rigidity of the brick structure of the room they were in. Furthermore, when standing
before the pods on a table, one’s perspective to them also matters. The pods can have
associations to food on a table or medical examination.
In thinking of items as part of a collection of curiosities, I drew on the biological
studies of Aristotle. He systematically categorized organisms into groups based on their
likeness to each other (Shields, “Science”). Though many of the groupings Aristotle
made we now know to be incorrect, his emphasis on the form of a body part and how it is
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indicative of function led me to think of the function that a seed may have. Beyond the
biological role and lifespan of a seed, the seed can have multiple functions meanings to a
person such as the coming of spring or a source for sustenance. Such is the case for
human pollination of pear trees in China (Williams). The people’s dependence on the
crop is reciprocated by the trees’ need to be hand pollinated by people. It is a codependent life that speaks to the changing relationships people have with nature such as
the dwindling relationship with the bees that previously pollinated the trees.
I also drew inspiration from poet Mary Oliver. Her poetry centers on the
relationships and associations of natural life
with the lives of people. Fig. 1 is an example

Loneliness

(51). Her work is a reminder that neither

I too have known loneliness.
I too have known what it is to feel
misunderstood,
rejected, and suddenly
not at all beautiful.
Oh, mother earth,
your comfort is great, your arms never withhold.
It has saved my life to know this.
Your rivers flowing, your roses opening in the morning.
Oh, motions of tenderness!

nature nor people are independent of one
another and reinforces the spiritual
inclinations that nature has for people. Her
poetry is much like the artwork of Wolfgang
Laib, who creates an ephemeral experience

Fig. 1 “Loneliness” by Mary Oliver

that distills the very substance of the
material, such as in Pollen from Hazelnut (MoMa, 2013). In work like his there is little
need to explain the essence or spirit of a natural element, it creates an intimate familiarity
that may not have a didactic component.
Visually, my ideas manifest as curated collections of gathered organic items from
urban and suburban life composed into visual arrangements with varying degrees of
manipulation on my part. The aesthetic and intent behind each piece is dependent on my
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relationship to the subject. Because each artwork is rooted in observation, and the
experience I have with each plant material, the work will differ from one piece to
another. Like a conversation, I respond to what the material says, does, and is. The
process of “conversing” is a way of recategorizing and reformulating my perspective and
understanding. In this thesis work I responded to the plant material through several media
including drawing, watercolor paintings, performances, photographs, dissections,
textbook research, and organization-based compositions. Such is the case for Pods, in its
final iteration, I present it as a row of seed pods, precariously poised on pins on a 28-foot
wall and carefully polished to maintain a luster. My curiosity for organic matter led to
spending so much time with this material that I projected my uncertainties, fears, and
vulnerabilities onto the work. I metaphorically became a seed and the perspective I had
about my work shifted toward an introspective act of control over the uncontrollable.
Control is temporary and never absolute. As much as I may want to suppress the
nature of a leaf, it will still act as it does. Such is the case in Ficus lyrata Paintings where
I stretch leaves on a canvas and treat them as paintings. Despite my manipulation, the
leaves still age, crinkle, and crack as leaves not like paintings. The quintessence of a leaf,
pod, or person cannot be completely snuffed out—time will act upon it and it will be
what it is. As such, my efforts to control and protect the pods’ luster is counter to its
nature. Pods I polish and arrange will sully and fall. My materials, and artwork will
degenerate. Yet I still find myself polishing, arranging encapsulating, and transforming
these materials through papermaking. There is something special about the materials that
needs to be safeguarded. It is the intimacy I feel with plants that gives me the yearning to
protect them, which is manifested as a need to organize and preserve. However, my
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inclination to take care of them is at odds with wanting to simply let them exist. On my
part, it is an emotional response to the materials and a reaction against change.
In thinking about change I was able to reflect on my own metamorphosis. I am no
longer a vulnerable child playing in the dirt. All of us move toward something else, and
this is one of the aspects that makes us part of a greater living construct. In this body of
work I express change and the precarious illusion of control by letting the materials
change. They shift in hue, succumb to gravity, and further rematerialize as dust.
Moreover, the way I structure and show this artwork is everchanging. When exhibiting I
focus on the space and its interaction with the artwork. I provide an opportunity to
observe the materials from a perspective new to the viewer. The plant material is no
longer on the floor to be overlooked and stepped on, it is at eye level, in a prominent
position, unavoidable. The gallery gives the common leaf status as a work of art. In this
light, one can come to see that these “throwaways” have backbones, vascular systems,
and skins: they have human features and are worthy of attention.
Sprout
My studio practice ebbs and flows between an Aristotelian need to understand and
organize what happens in the world, and a spiritual need to just experience and exist
without trying to explain. Both are a way of knowing and understanding. The artwork in
this show is a way of making sense of complex structures, whether leaves or human
experiences.
Like the rest of my material, I found the title of my thesis exhibition “no one
belongs here more than you” out in the world and gave it new context. I took the title
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from a collection of short stories by the same name, written by Amanda July. In these
stories, she presents snippets of people’s lives when they experience a shift in their
thinking. The stories are unheroic, but they carry an honesty to them. Like the
transformation my work and perspective underwent, the meaning of the phrase changed
to become a representation of my experiences and love for materials. The phrase “no one
belongs here more than you” originally spoke to the plant detritus in the show, reminding
each little piece of its worthiness to be acknowledged. It also assures people who view
my work they too are a part of the greater family of things. Last, it is a reminder to
myself of what I learned and grew to believe: regardless of once being discarded, I
belong and I too am worthy of love.
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Artwork Image Appendix

1. Ficus lyrata Paintings, Ficus lyrata leaves on canvas, dimensions variable 3.5 ft x
2.5 ft (installed), September 2017
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2. Pods, seed pods, dimensions variable 0.5 ft x 28 ft (installed), March 2018
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3. Teetering Between, weathered Ficus lyrata leaves and insect pins, dimensions
variable 5 ft x 4 ft (installed), February 2018
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4. Rachis, 420 sheets of handmade paper and insect pins, dimensions variable 10ft x
17 ft (installed), February 2018
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5. Remaining Rachises, 304 sheets of handmade paper and rachises on shelves,
dimensions variable 2ft x 6ft(installed), February 2018
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6. Remaining Rachises, detail, February 2018
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Exhibition Image Appendix

1. Title, Teetering Between on West wall, and Pods on South wall.

2. Ficus lyrata Paintings East wall and Pods on South walls.
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3. Southwest corner with Pods and Teetering Between.

4. Northeast corner with Rachis, Remaining Rachises, and Ficus lyrata Paintings.
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5. Northwest corner with title wall, Rachis, and Teetering Between.
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Artist Statement

Haiku for a seed pod:

I found you somewhere
and you are not that special
but you belong here

Haiku for person looking at the seed pod row:

You came here today
to see grand art and instead
found a seed pod row

Haiku for both the seed pod and the person looking at the seed pod row:

You are both here now
chat a little and whisper
a few reasons why

no one
belongs here
more than you
Tania Y. Silver
March 2018

